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Jacques B. Doukhan

Editorial

Abraham,
the “Friend of God”

I

Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.

n a world of hostility, latent or manifest,
among
Christians,
Jews and Moslems, this pause to
remember Abraham, our common ancestor, has never been
more needed and relevant. After
September 11, and in the wake of
the Iraqi war, while some rays of
hope loom on the horizon of the
Middle East, the noble figure of
Abraham should inspire our discussions and even our behavior.
For Abraham does not represent
just our roots, our memory; he
is our present raison d’être as religious people.
It is significant indeed that
although the three traditions often
differ in the way they remember
Abraham, they have all preserved
the idea that he was the “friend of
God.” According to James 2:23,
Abraham was called “the friend of
God,” a testimony that is found
first in Genesis 18:19, where God
declares about Abraham “I have
known him,” meaning in biblical language that He loved him
and had a personal and friendly
relationship with him (compare
Isaiah 41:8; 2 Chronicles 20:7).
Later Jewish tradition echoes
the same appreciation. In
the apocryphal prayer of the
Septuagint version of Daniel 3:

35, Azariah, addressing God,
refers to Abraham as “Your
beloved.” Likewise Philo in his
book De Abrahamo (273) and the
book of Jubilees qualify Abraham
as the “friend of God” (par. 89).
But it is especially in Islam that
this theme will predominate. The
Koran designates the patriarch
as the “beloved of Allah” (4:
125). Moslems will call Abraham
Khalil Allah, “friend of God,” or
simply al-Khalil, which means
“the friend.” The city of Hebron,
where Abraham was buried, will
be called by this Arabic name.
Note that Abraham was not
remembered with the title of warrior of God, although he waged
battles, or with the title of priest
of God, although he offered sacrifices, or leader of God, although
he ruled his clan. Only the title
“friend of God” was retained.
The lesson to learn from this
memory is very important: the
religion of Abraham should be a
religion that promotes friendship
and trust, and not arrogance and
hatred. If we just remembered
that Abraham was “the friend
of God,” it will help, insofar as
we also claim to be the friends
of God. For the friends of our
friends are our friends.
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Interview

Rabbi Brooks Susman

Rabbi Brooks Susman was ordained
at the Hebrew Union College, Jewish
Institute of Religion in 1974 after
having received his bachelor’s degree
at Ohio University in Philosophy and
Political Science. In 1999, he received
a Doctor of Divinity degree from his
Alma Mater. During his years in seminary he opened the draft counseling
service. He worked as counselor, especially focusing on family and marriage,
problem pregnancies, homosexuality,
and drugs.
Rabbi Susman has served congregations in New York,
Pennsylvania, and Missouri. He is the founding rabbi of
Congregation Kol Am, serving the Jewish community of Western
Monmouth County, New York. He is on the Board of Directors
of the New York Board of Rabbis, as well as the International
Synagogue at Kennedy Airport. He is also on the Board of
Directors of ARZA, the Association of Reform Zionists of
America. He has served on the editorial board for the authoring
of the books Gates of Mitzvah and Gates of the Festivals, two “how
to” books that show how one can follow the Jewish holidays and
life-cycle events.
Rabbi Susman is the husband of Andrea. Together they are the
parents of four children and the grandparents of Carli and Andrew.
An avid runner, Rabbi Susman’s interests include film, the Civil
War, and the literature and history of the Beat Generation.
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habbat Shalom:
*Rabbi Susman,
what
does
Abraham represent for you?
Susman: Abraham is the first
individual who chose the religion
of Israel, who chose a monotheistic God over the polytheism of
the surrounding community, who
chose a covenantal relationship,
and in my understanding a covenant is more than a master-slave
relationship. A covenantal relationship means that both parties
receive something in the bargain.
God pledges to Abraham that
He or the Godhead will protect
Abraham, and will protect the
children of Israel which come
from his seed. And Abraham
also promises—because he is not
a dummy—and says, “So I am
giving you everything, Rabona
Shalova, Master of the Universe;
what will You give me?” And God

says, “Not only will I give you the
Torah, but I will bind Myself by
that Torah.” God binds Himself
to those laws. He will not arrogate to Himself extraordinary
laws. The Law becomes a natural
concept where we become the
co-creators with God in the fulfillment of God’s creation, which
in Hebrew we call tikkun olam,
the repair of the world. There is
a wonderful Midrashic extrapolation in which God, pointing to a
tree, says to the angels, “What’s
that?” And the angels say, “Master
of the Universe, You who created
all, who are we to tell You?” And
He points to a cow, “What is
this?” Same answer. He goes to
Adam and He says, “Adam what
is that?” and Adam says “That
is a tree.” And He goes to Eve,
Hava, and says, “What is that?”
She says, “That’s a cow.” By naming the animals, by naming the
things, we complete creation.
Abraham fulfilled that. Abraham
helped to complete the creation
and showed that the monotheistic God becomes by that definition nonsupernatural, because
the supernatural, or a miracle, is
nothing more than a suspension
of nature. The covenant means
that God cannot become miraculous in turn, because if God performs that type of miracle than I
don’t have a covenantal relationship. Those 613 commandments
don’t tell us to be on our knees.
If you look at Leviticus 19, which
I recommend highly, it deals with
the social order and with what I
can do. I have to leave the corners
of my fields for the poor, the
widow, and the orphan. I can’t
put a stumbling block before the
blind. I can’t take a widow’s cloak

God binds Himself to the Torah.
as pawn. I can’t treat my neighbor
in a nonhonorable way. These
commandments are anything but
supernatural. When God says “I
will secure your borders” God
isn’t saying it in some supernatural way; God is saying, “You’ll
follow My laws, which means
you will watch out against the
Visigoths, because if you become
slothful, if you become lazy, if
you become fat, they are going to
overrun you. And you are going
to be felled by wild beasts and by
disease and by outside forces.”
This isn’t supernatural. This is
absolutely a natural instinct.
Shabbat Shalom: So would
you say that Abraham is the first
Jew?
Susman: Yes. Because of that
monotheistic covenant. And this
covenant has to do with circumcision, which is the sign of the
peoplehood. There was a quid
pro quo. Abraham promises but
he also says, “So what will You
give me? What will You, God,
pledge in return?” And God
pledges safety and security and
not going beyond His covenant.
It is a true contract.
Shabbat Shalom: Abraham is
called the Father of the believers.
In what way is he the Father of
the believers?
Susman: He was the first to
accept the covenant, receive the
covenant, and pass it on to all of
his offspring; and I am one of his
offspring.
Shabbat Shalom: Does that
mean that outside the spiritual
realm there are no believers?
Susman: There are believers.
Absolutely. The Torah and the

other writings form the basis of all
Western religion. I can’t speak of
the Taoists and the Buddhists and
the Shintoists and the Muslims,
although Muslim thought was
based on Judaism, and so also
by extension Christianity. So the
Torah is the basis of all thought.
If you ask any believer or even
nonbeliever what is the basis of
the moralistic structure of our
society, more often than not,
whether they call it by its name
or not, they will refer to the Ten
Commandments. As for me, I
extend that not only to the other
ethical commandments, not the
specific commandments concerning what one may eat or what
one many not eat, but the ethical
commandments, the commandments of how an individual feels
vis-a-vis the society, husband,
wife. Leviticus 19 is the Holiness

Holiness . . . has to do
with specificity as to
how you deal with
this world.
Code. If you think of holiness
today, it means how we pray,
how spiritual we are. However,
the Holiness Code concerns very
specific things. This has nothing
to do with religious spirituality;
it has to do with specificity as to
how you deal with this world.
Shabbat Shalom: Would you
say that to be a believer is more
connected with the Torah than
an actual line with Abraham?
Susman: It is one and the
same.
Shabbat Shalom: In what way
Spring 2003 / SHABBAT SHALOM 5

is Abraham your father?
Susman: Because I have chosen. It’s not genetic. I do not
believe that religion is an accident
of birth. Religion is a conscious
choice.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you
explain the conflict between the
sons of Abraham? How could
we explain that hatred disputes
exist among the three Abrahamic
faiths?
Susman: It was jealousy on the
part of Sarah. It was weakness
on the part of Abraham. It was
a pledge on the part of God that
when Sarah said, “Throw this guy
and his mother out” and Abraham

Abraham was a
Knight of Faith.
was willing to accede to his wife’s
wish, God said, “Don’t worry, I
will protect him. I will make of
Ishmael a great nation.” Which
leads me to what is going on in
the Middle East. If we believe
that the story of Abraham is basically true, or if we believe that the
story of Adam and Eve is symbolically, allegorically, true—as Moses
Maimonides recommended in
the thirteenth century—than I
believe is it true that on the allegorical level we are all brothers
and sisters, and I can understand
how brothers and sisters can have
their own battles, though they
still protect each other as siblings.
So I believe the situation in the
Middle East is the result of much
politics and posturing.
Shabbat Shalom: Does this
reference to Abraham affect your
relationship with Christians?
Susman: I don’t see why
6 SHABBAT SHALOM / Spring 2003

Abraham would have any affect
on my life vis-a-vis Christianity.
Were I dealing with Ishmael, I’d
be dealing with the Muslims. The
Ishmaelites and the Edomites are
those who do not believe in the
Torah as such. My relationship
with Christianity has absolutely
nothing to do with Abraham. It
has to do with the Christian view
of what they refer to as the Old
Testament, which we refer to as
the Hebrew Scriptures, and the
way they view the covenant at
Sinai and the commandments.
By the advent of Jesus, some
Christians believe that there is
no such thing as the necessity to
fulfill the commandments anymore. They generally believe that
Jesus through his death fulfilled
them for us. I cannot accept that.
It has absolutely nothing to do
with Abraham. It has to do with
a Christian’s view of the prophetic
writings, which I obviously find
problematic.
Shabbat Shalom: Which event
in Abraham’s life touches you
most? Why?
Susman: What is referred to
as the Akedah, the binding of the
son. In the book Fear of Trembling
it was noted that Abraham was a
Knight of Faith, a knight-errant
following the dutiful son of the
dutiful master demanding of his
son Isaac to be the dutiful son
of the dutiful master. There is a
Midrash that says Abraham just
didn’t listen. Abraham listened
wrong. The term alah, to bring
him up, also is olah, a fire or
burnt offering. Abraham didn’t
hear correctly. And the reason
we recognize this is that the most
disturbing thing of all happens
when Abraham comes back to

Beersheva: Sarah dies. She dies of
a broken heart. From the moment
Abraham leaves Moriah, he leaves
his son. He returns alone to the
two servants. He and Isaac never
speak and never see each other
again as long as Abraham lives.
This is the saddest story I can
think of.
Shabbat Shalom: So it was
more a confusion than an actual
act of faith?
Susman: That is the way I
would see it. There is a wonderful book by Sholem Spiegel. It
is called The Last Trial. It goes
through all the Midrashic interpretations according to which
Isaac truly was killed and he went
up to heaven and God cured
him and taught him Torah. Isaac
indeed becomes a coconspirator
in these explanations when he
says, “Father, make it a clean cut,
make it a kosher cut.” Because
the slaughter, according to the
kashrut, has to be a pure slice for
it has to be a humane kill. The
blade can’t have a notch on it
which might injure or cause pain.
Isaac was a part of that relationship. However, I believe that we
have to see the Akedah as a human
document dealing with human
beings. The beauty of our Torah
is that it doesn’t deal with perfect
people, because I am not a perfect person. It deals with human
people with the same foibles that
I have and the same right to touch
perfection for a moment. Then I
fall back in the muck and the mire
with everyone else. I cannot follow a perfect individual, because
I am not perfect. The symbol of
perfection for me is very difficult
because I will never be perfect. But
I can follow human beings who

strive for that moment of perfection. Yes, Abraham tried. That’s all
we can ask. He might have been
misguided. He might have been
right. It was a total and honorable
commitment to his God. So also
on the part of Isaac, who carries
the means of his own sacrifice on
his back. Now the political statement which I think is beautiful
in the Torah, and the reason that
it so resonates, is that in a world
where firstborn sons naturally and
normally were being sacrificed to
the gods, Judaism, as the first religion, said, “God says, He doesn’t
want human sacrifice of the firstborn.” So on a political level it’s
a wonderful and revolutionary act
that happens here. Abraham may
have thought, “Oh, of course,
I’m taking my firstborn son, the
firstborn of this wife. Of course.
That happens all the time.”
Which is precisely why Ishmael
could be cast out. He was being
sacrificed to the gods, too.
Abraham fully expected him to
die. Firstborn sons are given to
the gods so that the gods will
give you more sons. Judaism was
saying, “We don’t do it.” It’s a
brilliant statement, it’s a revolution. Judaism is a revolutionary
religion because it broke all the
bounds. It also said, on a revolutionary level, that the individual
is responsible for himself or herself, not requiring the overlord,
the master, to say, “You do this,
you do that.” That’s the covenantal relationship. I make the
covenant with God myself, not
as a part of a corporate structure
of Jews or Hebrews. Rather, this
is my covenant, my individual
covenant with God.
Shabbat Shalom: In conclu-

sion, could you give us a last
thought about Abraham?
Susman: The perfect story
comes from the Midrash where
Abraham’s father Terakh is an idolmaker and wants to go to lunch.
He says to Abraham, “Take care
of the store.” A woman comes in
and she wants to buy an idol, and
Abraham berates her. “How could
you do this? This was just made.
My father made it. I watched him
make it. You’re buying this? Are
you out of your mind?” And he
all of a sudden realized this is the
reality, so he broke all the idols in

that six million of my people died.
It was the cruelty and insensitivity
of human beings, and on the other
hand the absolute apathy of others. God did not permit these six
million to die; we did. That again
is the covenant. That is where
Abraham resonates. Abraham
chose to be self-fulfilled and selffulfilling, within the parameters
of a relationship. For the laws of
the Torah are nothing more—and
I don’t mean that in any kind of
even light way—than maintenance of an ordered and orderly
society which permits human

Abraham chose to be self-fulfilled and
self-fulfilling, within the parameters
of a relationship.
the store except for one. He put a
stick in that idol’s hands. Terakh
comes back and he says, “What
did you do? You destroyed all the
inventory. You destroyed all these
gods.” Abraham said, “I didn’t do
it. I walked out and I came back
in and this one idol had destroyed
all the others.” And Terakh said,
“What do you mean? I made
these. These are stone. They are no
gods.” And Abraham said, “You
see.” We don’t make God . God
creates us. We then have the ability, through that covenantal relationship, to create our own lives
within that covenantal structure.
We are responsible for our lives.
There is absolutely no predestination. None whatsoever. God
knows all the possible paths that
are outcomes of our choices. God
does not know what choice we are
going to make. That becomes the
essence of my life, and how much
more does it resonate through the
Holocaust. It was not God’s will

beings to survive together.
Shabbat Shalom: Thank you
very much for this interview,
Rabbi Susman.
Susman: It is my pleasure. I am
glad to have the opportunity to
express to you the feelings of what
I see to be my tradition and my
religion.
*This interview was conducted by
Milton Marquez.
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Interview

Dr. Marvin R. Wilson

Dr. Marvin R. Wilson is the Harold J.
Ockenga Professor of Biblical and Theological
Studies at Gordon College, Wenham, MA.
He holds an M.A. (1961) and Ph.D. (1963)
in Semitics and Mediterranean Studies from
Brandeis University. His teaching specialty
is Old Testament, Jewish Studies, and the
Hebraic origins of Christianity.
Wilson’s extensively used textbook Our
Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian
Faith was singled out by Christian Century
magazine as an “all-time bestseller” in the field
of religion. In 2000, a highly-awarded TV documentary with the title
“Jews & Christians: A Journey of Faith” was produced which was based
on Wilson’s book.
Wilson has written or edited nine books—the most recent A Time to
Speak: The Evangelical-Jewish Encounter, coedited with Rabbi A. James
Rudin—and more than 200 articles. In his more than four decades
of teaching, he has been honored five times with the “Excellence in
Teaching” award.
Wilson is actively involved in building bridges of understanding
between Christians and Jews. He organized and cochaired four national
conferences of Christians and Jews (1975, 1980, 1984, 1995). He serves
on the Committee on Church Relations and the Holocaust at the U.S.
Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, D.C. The Jewish Federation
has twice honored Wilson with its Holocaust Center Interfaith
Service Award and its Shield of Abraham trophy for creative interfaith
programing
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habbat Shalom:
Dr. Wilson, what
does
Abraham
represent for you?
Marvin Wilson: Christianity
101 starts with Abraham. I
think the New Testament speaks
clearly on this: “If you belong to
Christ, then are you Abraham’s
seed.” Abraham is one of the key
names which link the Testaments
together (Matthew 1:1). Paul uses
the metaphor of an olive tree to
symbolize Israel. Accordingly,
Abraham is the father of the
Jewish people into whom all
non-Jewish believers are grafted.
Abraham represents the oldest
and deepest root of the olive tree,
Israel. The prophet Isaiah uses a
different figure for Abraham: he is
the rock from which all are hewn.
Abraham is the first monotheist,
a man who was chosen “to direct
his children after him” (Genesis
18:19). So I see Abraham as a

spiritual paragon of sorts; he sets
a direction for all his children in
the path of the one true God.
Thus, as A. J. Heschel correctly
observed, Abraham is not an idea
or a principle but is a “life to be

Abraham is not an idea
or a principle but is a
“life to be continued . . .
We are Abraham.”
continued . . . We are Abraham.”
In what sense is this possible?
Well, I believe Abraham represents more than a physical seed;
his name is synonymous with a
covenantal relationship between
God and man. Bound by blood
(circumcision) to that covenant,
through this one man Abraham
(the particular), God plans to
bless all people (the universal). El
Shaddai, Abraham’s God, commissions Abraham and his people, as
it were, to be a channel of gifts to
the world. We Christians see Jesus
as the most striking and important of those gifts. As Abraham’s
family is enlarged and expanded
among the nations, that family is called to embrace and live
out the virtues of this exemplary
patriarch. Thus Abraham’s life is
that of a representative character; he serves as a model of one
“whose faith and actions were
working together” (James 2:22).
The Psalms succinctly characterize Abraham in three words: “the
LORD’s servant.” Regrettably,
the church has often related to
the Jew with an arrogant attitude; it must change its ways
and seek to emulate the servantlike actions of father Abraham.
This means we in the church, as
members of Abraham’s expanded

spiritual family, must be a just and
compassionate people, willing
to intercede with God on behalf
of the unrighteous of our generation as Abraham did for those
in Sodom in his day. To have a
servant’s heart is to be willing like
father Abraham to care for those
different from us. I believe if we
take our Abrahamic connection
seriously, we will more and more
reflect in some very concrete ways
the positive virtues and exemplary
lifestyle of this extraordinary
human being. He is our father; we
are his children. We cannot escape
our identity, struggle as we must
do with what this means.
Shabbat Shalom: The title of
your most popular book is Our
Father Abraham (William B.
Eerdmans, Publisher). What was
on your mind when you chose
this title? What message do you
want to convey with it?
Marvin Wilson: I am very grateful and encouraged at the ongoing
response to this study text from
both the Christian and Jewish

Father Abraham” theme song for
strings, specially composed for
the television program. When
I began the manuscript of Our
Father Abraham I intended to title
it “The Root That Supports You,”
an expression from Romans 11
which alludes to Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, the deepest faith-filled
patriarchal roots of the olive tree
(Israel). At the last minute, however, shortly before the book went to
press, my publisher called me suggesting a possible change to “Our
Father Abraham.” For some time
I had set my heart on the other
title, so it took me a few weeks
to become convinced a change
would be wise. I am very glad in
the end we all agreed to make the
switch to “Our Father Abraham.”
Why? I think the expression has
a warm biblical ring to it (Luke
1:73; John 8:53; Acts 7:2 ). I
also like “Our Father Abraham”
because it is not abstract but personal and living; it epitomizes the
deep spiritual link every Christian
has with the Jewish people. At the

From Abraham the Israelites received
“the courage to be a minority.”
communities. The book is now in
its fifteenth printing and recently
was made into a two-hour television documentary titled “Jews
and Christians: A Journey of
Faith.” The documentary, which
captures many of the themes of
Our Father Abraham, has aired on
most public broadcasting stations
around the country and is available on video or DVD with the
detailed, time-coded study guide I
prepared. I love the opening scene,
one we filmed in Israel; it depicts
Abraham riding his camel on top
of a hill in the rugged Judean desert toward the close of the day. In
the background is heard the “Our

heart of Scripture is relationship.
But I believe the relationship of
Christianity to Judaism is more
than seeking to relate to theological concepts and teachings;
it is to relate to a people. “Our
Father Abraham” is a reminder
every Christian has a “people connection”; we non-Jews are wild
olive branches grafted into Israel.
Israel’s history in a real sense is our
history, its heroes of faith are our
heroes, its living and active God is
our God. If “those who believe are
children of Abraham” (Galatians
3:7) and through faith “Abraham
is father of us all” (Romans 4:16),
then I think we had better get to
Spring 2003 / SHABBAT SHALOM 9

know our relatives; there should
be a “family resemblance” between
Christians and Jews. We have the
same father, Abraham, in the
family album we share. In sum,
although Abraham himself is not
the principal focus of my book,
the title, Our Father Abraham, I
believe, describes its main thrust:
an exposition on what it means
for today’s Church to be part of
Abraham’s spiritual family.
Shabbat Shalom: What is
the difference, if any, between
Christians and Jews in how
they refer to Abraham? In other
words, what is their different
view of Abraham?
Marvin Wilson: Jews have the
annual Torah reading cycle which

Christians recognize Abraham as
the first person in the Bible to
be called a Hebrew (Genesis 14:
13). But Muslims, following the
Koran, claim Abraham was not a
Jew but rather the first believer of
the Islamic faith. In Jewish tradition, the Abrahamic covenant is
appealed to as foundational for
support of Zionism: God promises the whole land of Canaan
to Abraham and his descendants
as an “everlasting possession”
(Genesis 17:8). Christians, on the
other hand, tend to emphasize the
more “spiritual” blessings of God’s
covenant with Abraham rather
than its territorial, earthly or physical dimensions. This difference is
in keeping with the fact thatJews

The Church tragically moved toward a Christian
Abraham who disinherited his children, the Jews.
focuses each fall on Abraham in
fifteen chapters of the Genesis
narrative. Thus no serious Torahreading Jew can escape several
intense, concentrated weeks of
studying Abraham each year. The
Jewish commentaries speak in virtual unison that Abraham is the
founder of the Jewish faith, the
first Jew. Abraham is the one who
breaks with the pagan deities of his
age and embraces monotheism;
he becomes the first great missionary in the world. In the words
of Samson Raphael Hirsch, from
Abraham the Israelites received
“the courage to be a minority.”
In Judaism, Abraham becomes
a supreme inspiring example
of dedication to God, recalled
especially at Rosh Hashanah
in the story of the binding of
Isaac. In Christianity, the story of
Isaac, Abraham’s beloved son, is
reflected in the sacrifice of Jesus,
God’s beloved Son. Both Jews and
10 SHABBAT SHALOM / Spring 2003

usually place greatest emphasis on
their physical or natural descent
from Abraham whereas Christians
tend to emphasize the spiritual or
faith connection. Jews refer to
circumcision as the “covenant of
Abraham.” Circumcision is the
oldest rite of the Jewish people,
truly a “covenant in the flesh.”
For Christians, however, the New
Testament turns circumcision
into a spiritual figure, namely
“circumcision of the heart,” a
work accomplished through the
indwelling Holy Spirit. There
are yet other differences in how
Christians view Abraham. For
example, it is Abraham’s faith,
obedience and trust in God which
is pivotal for the New Testament
writers: “He (Abraham) obeyed
and went even though he did
not know where he was going”
(Hebrews 11:8). Accordingly,
Christian teaching places particular emphasis on Abraham’s life as a

pilgrim, his living in tents, having
no homeland but anticipating a
heavenly homeland. The Fourth
Gospel points out that Abraham
even saw Christ’s day and rejoiced
in it (John 8:56). Finally, in the
early Christian centuries, with
the Church’s strong emphasis
on supersessionism and replacement theology, the Church tragically moved toward a Christian
Abraham who disinherited his
children, the Jews.
Shabbat Shalom: Here is a
question from your book that
you like Christians to consider:
What does it mean to claim spiritual kinship with Abraham and
the Jewish people? What does it
mean for you?
Marvin Wilson: First and foremost it means for me to acknowledge with a true sense of indebtedness, appreciation and thankfulness the spiritual gifts which
I have received from Abraham
and the Jewish people. Indeed
the New Testament affirms,
“Salvation is from the Jews” (John
4:22). As a Christian, everything
important and of eternal spiritual
value has been bequeathed to me
through the Jews. My value system, ethics, concept of worship,
creation, covenant, faith, justice,
kingdom of God, resurrection,
and my view of history which sees
this world moving toward a great
and glorious climax—all these and
more derive from Jewish minds
and pens. In short, Jews wrote
the Book and a Hebrew Lord
is head of the Church. All this
means I would be greatly impoverished without the vast spiritual
legacy of the original Abrahamic
people. For Christians, spiritual
kinship with the Jewish people is
to acknowledge and understand
we grew out of them, not they
out of us; it is to be so closely

related that when Jews feel pain
we as Christians hurt; it is to
understand on the deepest level
our interconnectedness to them.
Abraham’s God is our God. The
Jewish Scriptures are the backbone of the biblical canon which
guides our lives. Our calling is to
understand and live the teachings of Jesus, a Jewish rabbi from
Nazareth. For Christians to have
kinship with the Jewish people
is to acknowledge shared roots,
common ancestry and a profound
family likeness. By this I mean
we have the same grandparent
(Israelite religion of Moses, David
and the prophets), the same parent (Second Temple Judaism, the
religion of Jesus and the Twelve),
and we have been engaged in
an intense sibling rivalry (synagogue and church) using similar
theological vocabulary—though
often nuancing it differently—for
nearly two thousand years. It is no
accident therefore that our commonalities as Christians and Jews
far outnumber the things which
divide us.
Shabbat Shalom: Abraham is
called the father of believers. In
what way is he father of believers?
Marvin Wilson: A great myth
exists for many in today’s Church,
the myth that Christianity was
invented out of whole cloth.
Christianity began as a movement
within Judaism, not apart from
Judaism. During the first twenty
years of the Church one had to
be a Jew or convert to Judaism
in order to belong to the Church.
In Romans 4, Paul emphasizes
that Abraham is father of all who
believe—both Jews and Gentiles.
Paul’s position in this chapter is
not one which argues that now
that Jesus has come there is a new
way to salvation, a new way to

acquire a right relation with God.
On the contrary! Paul in effect
says to the Romans, “You’ve got to
do things Abraham’s way or you
have done it the wrong way.” Paul
then cites Genesis 15:6 in sup-

Christianity began as
a movement within
Judaism, not apart from
Judaism.
port of his argument: “Abraham
believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” In
Paul’s view, a right relation with
God comes by faith, by trusting
Him as Abraham did. His was
a pilgrim attitude of relying on
God and His word. Abraham
had no biblical text to go by. As
father of believers, Abraham thus
sets a pattern for all believers
to come. In sum, Abraham is a
paradigm of faith. He walked by
faith. But faith, to Abraham, was

Disputes are often
fueled because those
who have sought to
make Abraham
exclusively theirs
have in the process
demonized the others.
more than an attitude of trusting
God; faith was also an action. It
is really a hollow presumption to
claim Abraham as father and not
do his deeds. Abraham ventured
into the unknown with the full
expectation that God would be
there to meet him. He left Ur and
God “found his heart faithful”
(Nehemiah 9:8). On the deepest
spiritual level Christians understand the fatherhood of Abraham

in relation to belief in Christ and
obedience to his words.
Shabbat Shalom: How could
we explain that hatred disputes
exist among the three Abrahamic
faiths?
Marvin Wilson: Abraham is
a mixed blessing. By this I mean
he becomes a point of both
convergence and divergence
for the three monotheistic religions. I do not believe Abraham
himself is the problem. Rather
disputes are often fueled because
those who have sought to make
Abraham exclusively theirs have
in the process demonized the
others. Children do not always
follow in the exact same path as
the parent; sometimes they radically differ. The three Abrahamic
faiths worked over the Abrahamic
materials for their own interpretive purpose. Each religion took
Abraham and adopted him in
some unique or special way: Jews,
primarily through rabbinic sources, Christians, through the New
Testament and Islam, through
the Koran. Over time, hatred
disputes have emerged due to
pride, arrogance and intolerance.
I believe these disputes happen all
the more when a group claims it
has a divine word or holy sanction
to support its point of view. Too
often, divinely revealed absolutes
become theological nonnegotiables which leave little space
for recognizing the conflicting
claims of another and treating
that one with justice, compassion
and respect. Judaism, Christianity
and Islam may claim Abraham as
father but, in the opinion of each
respective faith, the adherents of
the other Abrahamic faiths may
not live and act in a manner
becoming to the patriarch. Such is
frequently the case when radicals
and extremists within each group
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make political and nationalistic
or fighting over Abraham and
for peace in the spirit of their
agendas of more importance than
Sarah’s burial plot, the Cave of
father Abraham. Will the presdoing what is just, right and proMachpelah in Hebron, Jews and
ent Jewish-Muslim conflict ever
motes the good of all humanity.
Muslims must come together
be resolved? I believe it will.
Having a “divine mandate” to
and find renewed meaning in
Abraham is an eschatological
support what
Abraham’s name.
figure, a symbol of hope. In the
amounts to
(“exalted
Christian Scriptures Abraham
Jesus emphasizes that Abram
hateful or terfather”) becomes
appears at a heavenly banquet
to be authentic
rorist actions
Abraham (“father
sitting at table with the righteous;
of one relichildren of Abraham of many”) pre- people come from the four corgion towards
cisely because God
ners of the earth; it is a banquet
one must do the works intended to enlarge prepared for all peoples (Luke 13:
the other does
not annul the
the covenant and
28,29; cf. Isaiah 25:6). This is
of Abraham. Deeds
priority
of
fulfill His promin accord with Isaiah’s vision of
reveal true parentage. ise that through peace (chap. 19) where Egyptians
justice
and
the need to
Abraham
“all
and Assyrians and the people of
love one’s neighbor. I think the
peoples on earth will be blessed.”
Israel worship together and are all
great paradox about the religions
The word “father” in the ancient
“a blessing on the earth.” Here is
who look to Abraham as father
Near East meant a position of
the ultimate triumph of Abraham.
is that they are usually selecrespect, honor and sovereignty.
The struggle of Abraham’s chiltive in what they emphasize and
The patriarch had life-and-death
dren is not permanent; in the
teach about him. For example,
control over his family, the bindend God’s kingdom will prevail
they may find common ground
ing of Isaac being but one notable
over all.
in Abraham’s rejection of pagan
example from Abraham’s life.
Shabbat Shalom: What should
idols or in his obedient response
Just as the Rechabites (Jeremiah
we do to promote a better underto the God who called him. But if
35) continued unswervingly to
standing of our ties as children of
Abraham is the best possible fighonor the memory of their ancesAbraham?
ure for “peacemaker” among the
tor (“We have obeyed everything
Marvin Wilson: First, we
three faiths, why is there not more
our forefather Jonadab son of
need to educate the Church that
interest in Abraham the servant,
Rechab commanded us”—verse
our self-identity as Christians is
Abraham the model of Middle
8), so these peacemaking words
directly tied to Abraham and the
Eastern hospitality, Abraham
of Father Abraham must be honJewish people. All too frequently
the man who compassionately
ored, “Please let there be no strife
Christian identity is found in
pleads with God in behalf of a
between you and me” (Genesis
a denomination, one of the
people (the Sodomites) who were
13:8). Jesus emphasizes that to
Reformers or Church Fathers, or
different from him? It seems to
be authentic children of Abraham
in an influential contemporary
me these and other aspects of
one must do
movement within
Abraham’s life could be discussed
the works of
the
Church.
Will
the
present
Jewishwith profit by religious educators
Abraham.
Without Israel the
when dealing with the theme of
Deeds reveal
Muslim conflict ever Church would colwhat we teach about each other.
true parentlapse; we grow out
be
resolved?
I
believe
Shabbat Shalom: How could
age. In the
of them, the venit will.
the knowledge that Abraham is
spirit of father
erable people of
our father help in the present
Abraham,
God, not they out
Jewish-Moslem conflict?
strife between Jews and Muslims
of us. This means a paradigm shift
Marvin Wilson: I think that
must eventually give way to a
is needed in the thinking of those
instead of battling over Abraham
willingness to sacrifice what is
Christians who see no vital conwith a point of view which
most cherished, dearest or best
nection between the Church and
insists, “Abraham is ours, not
in life—even life itself. Jews and
Judaism. The roots of Christianity
yours,” or warring over the land
Muslims must be willing—whatrun deep into the soil of Judaism.
promised Abraham’s descendants,
ever the cost—to risk their best
Christians who are content to
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pluck only the flower, but have
little or no appreciation of the
root system and stem, end up
with a faded and often diseased
understanding of Christianity. I
believe the Church must educate
believers that the Old Testament
is foundational to everything in
the New. As children of Abraham,
our ties to the Hebrew Bible
(our Old Testament) ought to
give us a point of unity which
must take precedence over our
denominational diversity. The
Bible is of Semitic origin and
Christianity is Jewish. Christians
must come to understand that the
foundation “rocks” upon which
our faith is built are more than
Peter (Matthew 16:18) and Jesus
(Ephesians 2:20); Abraham is also
one of these rocks (Isaiah 51:1,
2). This metaphor therefore suggests that Father Abraham is not
optional for Christians, for he
represents the solid, reliable and
enduring bedrock upon which
we, his children, must find common support for building our
future. I have emphasized that
education is the vital key to building understanding. But in addition to the Church studying its
Hebraic biblical heritage and the
Jewishness of Jesus, the Church
must also engage the Jewish community in dialogue. This means
building Christian-Jewish relations by activities such as rabbipastor pulpit exchanges, joint
commemoration of Yom Hashoah
or Kristallnacht, and taking interfaith tours to Israel. Also in-depth
understanding of our Abrahamic
ties may come through reading
and discussing the Torah face-toface with the Jewish community
whose ancestor was the original
Abraham in the flesh.
Shabbat Shalom: Which event
in Abraham’s life touches you

most? Why?
Marvin Wilson: I find many
events very moving. Among them
are Abraham pleading with God
over the destruction of Sodom and
the testing of Abraham’s faith in
the binding of Isaac. But the event
which probably touches me most
on a personal level is Genesis 24,
where Abraham secures a wife for
Isaac. The marriage of Isaac is an
issue of great concern to Abraham.
I am impressed with how he is
taken up with the details, especially seeking God’s guidance in the
matter. After praying, Abraham’s
chief servant (probably Eliezer) is
sent to the home country to find
the woman God had for Isaac.
The part of the story I like best is
the last verse of the chapter, “Isaac
brought her [Rebekah] into the
tent of his mother Sarah, and he
married Rebekah. So she became
his wife, and he loved her.”

Christians who are content to pluck only the
flower, but have little or
no appreciation of the
root system and stem,
end up with a faded and
often diseased understanding of Christianity.

world. Here we are reminded that
in the Eastern culture of patriarchal times love was more a commitment than a feeling; it was a
pledge rather than an emotional
high. Few of us would like to turn
the clock back to Abraham’s time.
Who would want to live in his tent
or a tent beside him? We must not
forget, however, the timeless truth
found in this beautiful story of the
marriage of Abraham’s son Isaac.
This modern, sensate world in
which we live often equates feeling with love, something which
can be deceiving. While the
Bible affirms the goodness of the
romantic side of love (witness the
Song of Songs), there is another
side to love which the Bible also
strongly underscores. It is found
in this story. We are reminded
that once Rebekah’s veil comes
off, she and Isaac had to commit
themselves to start growing in love
with each other. “So she became
his wife, and he loved her.” First
the pledge, then the feeling, an
important emphasis needed for
balance and the preservation of
marriage in any age.
*This interview was conducted by
Martin Pröbstle.

Within the Jewish community
this verse has been a marked text
for centuries. It puts an emphasis
on the need for love to come after
marriage, not simply before. In
the modern West, we have placed
more emphasis on marrying the
person we love rather than learning to love the one we marry. In
this first biblical example of an
arranged marriage, we encounter
another dimension of Abraham’s
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Hebrew Scriptures

Lekh, Lekha: Go!
Jacques B. Doukhan
Parasha Meditation on Genesis 12:1–17:27
The Lord had said to Abram, “Leave your country and your people. Leave your father’s family.
Go to the land I will show you. ‘I will make you into a great nation. I will bless you. I will make
your name great. You will be a blessing to others. I will bless those who bless you. I will put a curse
on anyone who calls down a curse on you. All nations on earth will be blessed because of you’”
(Genesis 12: 1-3).

T

his very special
text about Abraham
stands right after the
story of the tower of Babel in the
Old Testament. We hear about this
confusion in Genesis 11, where the
people wanted to get to the door of
God, to the “Bab El.” They wanted
to get to that door in order to
finally settle there, but great confusion followed. In the heart of that
confusion when the people could
no longer speak to each other, the
nations began to scatter all over the
world.
Yet, right in the midst of this
darkness and confusion, God calls.
He calls someone whose name was,
at that time, Abram. According
to Jewish tradition, as Abram was
walking one evening admiring the
stars, he suddenly heard a voice:
“Lekh, lekha. Go!” This is the first
word that our father Abraham
heard on the part of God. “Go!” He
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didn’t hear great wisdom or sophisticated revelation. He just heard
a call to go: lekh, lekha! Go from
your country, from your kindred,
from your father’s house, from your
“birthplace.” This is the meaning
of the Hebrew word moledet—from
the house of your father and from
your people. In other words, he had
to leave everything—everything
of himself. He had to leave the
familiar landscape he used to see
every day; he had to leave the place
where he came from, his roots, his
memories.
But he also had to leave the
people he loved—his father and
mother, his uncles and aunts, his
friends—the people he had laughed
and cried with so many times in
the past. Abram had to leave everything; he had to leave himself. This
is what God wanted from him. Go!
Go out! Leave!
We like to leave our family and

our surroundings when we are
young, because we think this is the
time to take off. But Abraham was
seventy-five years old at the time!
Seventy-five is the time when we
like to stay—to take root. This is
the time of nostalgia, when we like
to remember. In fact, this is the
time when we want to come back.
Seventy-five! Go! How difficult to
leave, to go, to abandon all that is
precious—all that we love.
The call of Abraham tells us what
it means to inherit the religion of
Abraham. It means, first of all, go!
It doesn’t mean anything else. This
is what religion is all about. We are
always on the go, never arrived,
never there. Walking and walking,
we are always going, yet we never
reach the place where we can finally
say, “I made it!” In fact, those who
think they have made it are not of
the religion of Abraham.
There is a Midrash, an old story

about Abraham that talks about
his call from God. According
to the story, when God said to
Abraham, “Lekh, lekha, Go,” he
stood up and left. When he came
to the first country, he saw people
sitting. Their jobs were finished;
they had everything done, and they
were enjoying themselves. They
were happy and satisfied; they had
arrived. And Abraham said, “I will
not stay here.”
Then, according to the Midrash,
he arrived at a second country where
he saw people who were happy
and smiling. They said to him,
“We worked hard and we studied
hard; now we know everything.
We know everything! We made it!
Therefore, let’s rest.” Observing
them, Abraham said, “This is not
the place where I will settle.”
As he went from country to
country it was always the same
observation—satisfied people who
had made it.
Finally, Abraham arrived in the
Promised Land. And there he saw
people working, going and dreaming. He saw people who were not
happy or satisfied, people who
never arrived. And he said, “This is
the place where I will settle!”
Go! Abraham is in the country
of the go—always ready to leave,
always ready to change. Abraham’s
destination is the journey.
Suspended in the void, he goes.
Lekh, lekha! In the entire Bible,
those two words are used in only
two places—here where God calls
Abraham to leave everything, and
at the end of his life where God
again calls Abraham. But this time
God calls Abraham to sacrifice his
only son Isaac, his future. Abraham
hears lekh, lekha twice. First he is
called to leave his past and then he
is called to leave his future. Here
is Abraham with no past and no
future. He doesn’t know where he
comes from and he doesn’t know
where he is going. And right there,

suspended in the void, he encounters God. In the midst of the
anguish of not knowing where he is
going, Abraham encounters God!
Suspended in the void, he has
no control over his life. We like to
have control—to foresee the future,
to prepare ourselves—to know
where we are going. And if we don’t
know where we are going, at least
we know where we came from.
But Abraham is suspended in the
void. He has abandoned his past
as well as his future. Faith in God
is his only hope of survival. To be
entirely dependent upon God is to
be suspended in the void in faith!
Lekh, lekha, Go! This “go” not
only leads to God but it also leads to
the others—those who are not ourselves. In fact, the only way to meet
the others is to leave yourself. If we
remain where we are comfortable
and happy, we will never meet the
others. Abraham was told by God
that he was to be a blessing to all
the families of the earth—Adamah.
This was not just his country, or his
tribe. Adamah has no borders; it is
all the earth.
At the end of the Scripture reading in chapter 17 of the book of
Genesis, Abram becomes Abraham.
Before, he was Abram, which means
“noble father”—a person respected
by those in his society, those who
knew him in the present. Now, he is
Abraham—father of many nations!
Suddenly you have not just the
present but the future! Abraham
becomes a message for the future—
the father of many nations.
Likewise, the name of Sarah,
his wife, encapsulates the future.
Before, she was Sarai—my princess, Abraham’s princess only. But
like Abraham, she becomes the
princess par excellence, the princess
for everyone!
Of course, there is a risk to go. In
fact, there is no greater risk than to
leave yourself in order to meet new
people. For it is sometimes disturb-

ing to meet new people, those who
do not say the same things as you.
I’m not talking about your alter
ego, your photograph, your friend,
your spouse, your twin brother.
I’m talking about those who have
a completely different world view,
who are challenging you because
of their perspective. It is disturbing because suddenly you realize
you may be wrong and they may
be right. It is very disturbing when
your thinking has to change.
For this involves risk! But those
who never move, those who stay
at their place, will never get to the
future. They will stay in the past, in
the freezer. They will not discover
something different, something
new. Furthermore, the others will
never get to know you.
It is interesting that in the text
of the haftara, Isaiah 41: 8-9, God
calls Abraham’s family to return.
And the text says that they return
from the ends of the earth, from
the farthest regions, from everywhere. Originally, Abraham came
from only one place. But when
he returns centuries later, over a
millennium later, Abraham doesn’t
come just from Ur; he comes from
all over the world. This is the miracle and blessing of Abraham, the
prophecy in Genesis 12, that the
name of God, the God of Israel,
will be heard in all the nations of
the earth.
And we see the fulfillment of
this miracle all around us. This is
the miracle which has been fulfilled
through the coming of Yeshua,
through the testimony of the early
Jewish-Christians.
“Lekh, lekha,” God said to
Abraham. “Go!” Ironically, lekh,
lekha literally means go to yourself.
What a paradox! Leave all that you
think is yourself. And, only when
you leave everything and depend
upon God, will you truly find
yourself!
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Roots

“Abraham,
the Father of Us All”

A

braham
is
one of the towering figures of
the New Testament. Indeed, the
report of the history of Jesus,
in the Gospels, starts with him:
Record “of the genealogy of Jesus,
the Messiah, son of David, son of
Abraham: Abraham was the father
of Isaac, Isaac was the father of
Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah
and his brothers, Judah was the
father of Perez . . .” (Matthew 1:
1-3).
For the Gospel, to declare
Jesus to be Ben Abraham (“son of
Abraham”) is to identify him truly
as a Jew, of the lineage of Israel. By
the time of the Second Temple, a
great deal of effort was put forth
by the Sanhedrin (the Jewish
supreme court) to keep genealogy
lists of Jewish families and individuals of the time. This practice
was needed in view of the fact
that many Jews had contracted
marriage with foreigners during
the time of the Babylonian Exile.
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Reinaldo Siqueira
Professor of Hebrew Scriptures
This fact rendered them ineligible
to assume certain positions and
functions within the Jewish religious and social context. A cohen
(priest), for example, could not
exercise his priestly functions if his
genealogy could not be verified or
was stained by mixed marriage.
By establishing Jesus’ genealogical
lineage to David, both through
his father’s and mother’s sides (see
Matthew 1:1-17; Luke 3:23-32),
and thereby to Abraham, the
Gospels firmly declare that he was
indeed the Messiah Ben David and
a Jew without question.
In Early Judaism, the merits
of Abraham’s faith and his willingness to sacrifice Isaac were
believed to extend to his descendants, the “sons and daughters of
Abraham,” the benefits of God’s
favor and grace. The Halachic
Midrash on Exodus 14:15 stated
that it was on the reckoning of
Abraham’s merits that the Red
Sea was divided and Israel was
rescued from its enemies. It was

expected indeed that the children
of Abraham, commonly referred
to in the Rabbinic literature as “all
Israel,” would have a part in the
“world to come.”1 A similar idea
can be found in a number of New
Testament passages: Once Jesus
argued with some of his contemporaries in a synagogue, that to
set a crippled Jewish woman free
of her illness was a religious duty,
even if it would need to be done
in the Sabbath day, for she was a
“daughter of Abraham” (Luke 13:
10-17), and he accordingly did so.
In another time, while he was in
the city of Jericho, Jesus accepted
to go to the home of such an
unpopular and hated person as
Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector.2
At Zacchaeus’s home, Jesus welcomed his repentance (teshuvah)
and recognized him worthy of
salvation, for he too was a “son of
Abraham,” a lost sheep of Israel
that was in need to be sought and
saved (Luke 19:1-9).
In both ancient Judaism and

the New Testament, Abraham’s
fatherhood is understood as not
only encompassing the faithful Israelite, but it reaches out
to any man, from any ethnic
background, who embraces the
same spiritual attitude. Indeed,
the Talmud states: “Abram is the
same as Abraham. At first he
became a father to Aram [AbAram] only, but in the end he
became a father to the whole
world. [Similarly] Sarai is the
same as Sarah. At first she became
a princess to her own people, but
later she became a princess to all
the world” (Berachot 13a). The
Talmud says furthermore: “R.
Isaac said: He who perfects himself, the Holy One, blessed be He,
deals uprightly with him, as it is
written, ‘With the merciful thou
wilt shew thyself merciful, and
with the upright thou wilt shew
thyself upright’ (2 Sam. 22:26).
R. Hoshaia said: If one perfects
himself, good fortune will be his,
as it is written, ‘Walk before me
and be thou perfect’ (Gn. 17:1);
and it is further written, ‘And
thou shalt be a father of many
nations’ (ibid. 17: 4)” (Nedarim
32a). God’s blessing over Abraham
was understood as extended to all
humanity: “R. Eleazar further
stated: What is meant by the text,
‘And in thee shall the families of
the earth be blessed’ (Gn 12:3)?
The Holy One, blessed be He,
said to Abraham, ‘I have two
goodly shoots to engraft on you:
Ruth the Moabitess and Naamah
the Ammonitess.’ All the families of the earth, even the other
families who live on the earth are
blessed only for Israel’s sake. All
the nations of the earth, even the
ships that go from Gaul to Spain
are blessed only for Israel’s sake”
(Yevamoth 63a).
In a very close way, in the New

Testament, Paul stated in Romans
3:29-4:12, 16-17: “Is God the
God of the Jews only? Is He not
the God of the Gentiles also?
Yes, of the Gentiles also, since
indeed God Who will justify
the circumcised by faith and the
uncircumcised through faith is
One [Ehad]. Do we then nullify
the Law [Torah] through faith?
May it never be! On the contrary,
we uphold the Law [Torah]. What
then shall we say that Abraham,
our father according to flesh, has
found? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to

was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised,
but while uncircumcised; and he
received the sign of circumcision,
a seal of the righteousness of the
faith which he had while uncircumcised, that he might be the
father of all who believe without
being circumcised, that righteousness might be reckoned to them,
and the father of circumcision
to those who not only are of the
circumcision, but who also follow
in the steps of the faith of our
Father Abraham which he had
while uncircumcised. . . . For this

In both ancient Judaism and the New Testament,
Abraham’s fatherhood is understood as not only
encompassing the faithful Israelite, but it reaches
out to any man, from any ethnic background, who
embraces the same spiritual attitude.
boast about, but not before God.
For what does the Scripture say?
‘And Abraham believed God, and
it was reckoned to him as righteousness’ [Genesis 15:6]. Now to
the one who works, his wage is not
reckoned as a favor, but as what is
due. But to the one who does not
work, but believes in Him Who
justifies the ungodly, his faith is
reckoned as righteousness, just
as David also speaks of the blessing upon a man to whom God
reckons righteousness apart from
works: ‘Blessed are those whose
lawless deeds have been forgiven,
and whose sins have been covered.
Blessed is the man whose sin the
Lord will not take into account’
[Psalm 32:1-2]. Is this blessing
then upon the circumcised only,
or upon the uncircumcised also?
For we say, ‘Faith was reckoned to
Abraham as righteousness.’ How
then was it reckoned? While he

reason it is by faith, that it might
be in accordance with grace, in
order that the promise may be
certain to all the descendants,
not only to those who are of the
Law, but also to those who are of
the faith of Abraham, who is the
Father of Us All, as it is written:
‘A Father of many nations have
I made you’ [Genesis 17:5].”
1Talmud, Sanhedrin 90a: “All of Israel

has a portion in the World to Come, as
it is stated: ‘Your people also shall be
all righteous; they shall inherit the land
forever; they shall be the branch of My
planting, the work of My hands to be
glorified’ (Isaiah 60:21).”
2Tax collectors were usually profoundly disliked and despised by their
fellow Jews, for they worked for the
oppressive Roman government, and
usually took advantage of their position
for illicit and quick building-up of their
personal fortunes.
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News

From Israel
Amram Elofer
Jerusalem, Israel

Children of Abraham
One hundred and thirty Arab
and Jewish children aged 9 and 10
reflected The Image of Abraham in
a coexistence program held in
Jerusalem’s Bible Lands Museum
during June 2003. Supported by
the Abraham Fund and the Israeli
Ministry of Education, the museum has hosted the program for
the past five years. The goal of the
project is to build friendships and
to highlight similarities between
Jewish and Arab cultures. It also
explains differences with the aim
of increasing understanding and
respect for the common heritage.
Issa Jabbr, head of education
for the Abu Ghosh regional
council, reported that the project
was more successful every year.
Artwork produced by the children
was placed on display by the Bible
Lands Museum.
The Abraham Fund supports
other projects that promote tol18 SHABBAT SHALOM / Spring 2003

erance and co-operation between
Arab and Jewish citizens of
Israel. In its annual presentation in December 2002, Alan
Slifka, founder and chairman of
the fund, awarded $890,000 to
50 organizations committed to
coexistence.
Information on the Abraham
Fund can be found on
www.abrahamfund.org.
Dysfunctional family
Arabs and Jews both look to
Abraham as their forefather. Both
acknowledge that he is buried
in Hebron. Yet the relationship
between the two is more like
that between Cain and Abel than
Joseph and Benjamin. The sad history of Arab-Jewish violence goes
back at least to 1929 when rioting
Arabs forced the survivors of the
massacre to leave their homes in
Hebron. Jews reestablished their
presence in Hebron only in 1968.

For almost 20 years, coexistence
benefited residents and visitors
alike. Hebron is one of the four
holy cities of Judaism, the burial
place of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob
and their wives—a place of pilgrimage for all religious Jews.
However, it is also a densely
populated Muslim city where
a few Jews live in the midst of
hundreds of thousands of people
who consider them to be intruding colonizers. Muslim and Jewish
worshippers at the Tomb of the
Patriarchs are separated from one
another. Soldiers are assigned to
protect Jewish worshippers going
to and from services. Some soldiers lost their lives in an ambush
in November 2002. It is difficult
to see how the present tragic situation can be resolved. Israel would
not willingly leave Hebron again
and give up access to the religious
sites. The Palestinian Authority
would not tolerate a Jewish pres-

ence in a future state. Abraham
was noted for his kindness to his
fellow human beings. It would be
well for his children to be more
like him.
From Ur of the Chaldeans
Jews have had a continuous
and important presence in what
is now Iraq since the destruction of the First Temple and the
exile of much of the population,
including the prophet Daniel,
about 2,600 years ago. Even
before then, it was from Ur that
Abraham responded to God’s call.
The Babylonian Talmud, a major
collection of Jewish learning, was
written there. It is estimated that
more than 130,000 Jews were living in Iraq in 1947, most of them
in or around Baghdad. Following
the establishment of the Israeli
state, persecution by the Iraqi
government became so bad that
Jews were forced to flee the
country. Only about 40 are still
there. Most came to Israel where
the community has now grown
to more than 250,000. Since the
Iraqi war, many are remembering
their first homeland and considering visiting the country of their
birth.
Temple Mount troubles
The Temple Mount marks the
traditional site of Abraham’s offering of Isaac. However, Muslims
believe that it was Ishmael who

was offered, laying the foundation
for controversy that continues to
this day. The First and Second
Temples were built on the site
making it the most important
place of worship in Judaism. Since
it was also the setting for events
in Jesus’ life, it is important to
Christians, too. After the Moslem
conquest, the Al Aksa mosque
and the Dome of the Rock were
built on the mount and it became
the third most holy site in Islam,
after Mecca and Medina. Access
by Jews to the Temple Mount was
severely restricted, so the focus of
their worship shifted to the western retaining wall.
After the 1948 war of independence, the Old City of Jerusalem,
including the Temple Mount, was
in Jordanian territory. All Jews
were expelled and denied entry. In
1967 when Jerusalem was reunited, Muslims were allowed to retain
control over the Temple Mount,
with free access to all. Over recent
years, construction work has been
carried out especially in the area of
Solomon’s Stables in the southern
section of the mount. However,
since September 2000, the
Wakf (Islamic Trust) has barred
non-Muslims from entering the
Temple Mount. This has meant an
absence of archaeological supervision over any work being carried
out. Fears that irreparable damage
was being done to archaeological
material have been confirmed by

the finding of artefacts amongst
debris discarded from the construction work.
Weeping wall
Moisture dripping from a 10
cm x 40 cm section of stone in
the Western Wall generated much
interest in July 2002. Some considered it a miracle portending
the soon coming of the Messiah.
Others thought the wall itself was
crying in response to the thousands who have come to the Wall
to pray for an end to the current
violent situation. A young soldier
admitted she didn’t know what to
make of it. Others, more sceptical, thought it was a leaky pipe.
However, there was agreement
that nothing like this had been
seen before. The phenomenon was
certainly a first for a guard at the
Wall for 11 years, and an almost
daily visitor for 30 years. The mystery was solved when Antiquities
Authority archaeologists and a
geologist examined the ‘weeping’
stone and found the moisture to
be not water, but plant resin from
the broken root of a shrub growing out of the Wall.
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Viewpoint

Conversion Without Treason
The Call of Abraham

Jacques B. Doukhan

A

pilgrim
in
search of pure
water beside a
fountain of bitter water. If he
drinks it, he runs the risk of poisoning his soul and his brother’s so
that he will no longer be able to
accept mutual differences or listen
to a different message. By drinking, he may come to the place
where he will believe that he alone
is right, that he somehow has been
installed as God’s only spokesman
and right-hand magistrate. If he
drinks of this bitter water, he risks
a place in the hell of those who
never thirst.
The pilgrim moves on.
Suddenly a deep, majestic river
flows swiftly before his eyes. Its
beauty grips him, tempting him
to make a permanent home on its
bank. He notices that he would
have a lot of company along its
bank; it feels good to be with
others, with family, surrounded
by ancient habits and customs
and traditions. But the river is
polluted. It runs too close to the
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city. So it, like the bitter fountain,
doesn’t meet the needs of the pilgrim. “These waters are bound up
with men,” he muses; “but I must
have water from on high if I am
to survive.”
The pilgrim must continue his
travel. He walks, walks farther—
A true pilgrim never stops,
because, headed for eternity,
his existence is one of perpetual
renewal. He decides to leave the

In the Bible conversion
is represented as the
highest possible life ideal.
throng of travelers, seeking out
the ancient paths which had been
lost. Conversion is his choice. No,
not that despicable surrender, not
that cowardly act that conversion
often connotes!
A true, complete conversion
is something else. It restores the
converted one to his roots, recovers the ancient image, reconciles

the creature with his Creator.
Genuine conversion has been the
purpose of biblical meditation
throughout its history. The Sacred
Book owes its existence, in fact, to
conversion.
Abraham, the father of the
faithful, had to pass along that
road. For him conversion was not
easy. It involved, first of all, the
sacrifice of his own past, which
he admitted to have been in vain,
foolish, and false. Conversion
required that he would abandon
his former habits of thought and
conduct, which had been dear to
him. It took him from his native
land, from his customs, from his
material and spiritual comforts. It
rang a bell of departure and of a
new beginning.
However, in this struggle
solitude was the hardest test of
all. Other trials remained constant, with little change. The
same routine, the same road came
with each rising sun. Thoughts,
gestures, and work changed little.
Could that be a kind of difficulty

everyone on the conversion road
experiences? It is difficult, too,
to make changes—to be converted—because then one becomes
different. And that difference
is a heavy burden in the midst
of people who are ever ready to
condemn a stranger. Abraham had
become the stranger, the permanent stranger, simply because he
had been spoken to from on high
and had answered Yes!
Some 2000 years later, Saul of
Tarsus, the first and the greatest theologian produced by
Christianity, had to go through the
same experience. Pharisee and son
of a Pharisee, he had studied at the
feet of the great Gamaliel. He took
pride in his lineage and training,
and rightly so. A very decisive and
determined man, Saul attacked
and pursued people he considered
to be dangerous heretics. He had
the zeal of his convictions.

The story of Israel is
nothing more than
a story of perpetual
conversion.
Yet, the day came when he, a
doctor endorsed by Jerusalem,
understood his mistake. Necessity
forced him to sit again on the
learner’s bench. His life then
changed. Henceforth he would
travel from continent to continent
in order to announce to the world
the truth that had turned his life
literally upside down. He was no
longer the same well-organized
official with an insured future.
He set out upon the highways
of the Greco-Roman world often
not knowing where God would
lead him, led only by his unshakable faith in the invisible. Once
converted, Paul too became a
stranger, bringing upon himself
countless perils, including that of

uncertainty. But his conversion
also ushered in a strong faith in a
God still ready to do the works of
salvation.
Between these two men who
became the chief human instruments of the Judeo-Christian
revelation streams a vast people
of strangers: Israel. The story of
this people is nothing more than
a story of perpetual conversion.
Israel is not allowed to settle down
in religion. To do so, becoming
merely citizens of an earthly commonwealth, would be dangerous.
Kings, priests, and prophets
continually encouraged Israel to
return to the old paths, exhorting
the people to repent. Occasionally,
the idols that had found their way
into the habitations had to be
destroyed. At other times, the
purification of hearts was the
chief concern. One only has to
recall the revolutions brought by
a David, a Josiah, or a Nehemiah
to get the full drift of Israel’s story.
The messages of Elijah the prophet, of Amos and Jeremiah, reveal
the heart of Israel’s destiny.
The people were constantly
brought back to fundamentals.
They never were allowed to settle
down in an easy peace and compromise. Nor could they rest on
the laurels of their ancestors. They
had to take up the struggle every
morning, constantly renew the
covenant with God, daily sing a
new song. It was not easy to be
Israel, but it was thrilling! The
mystery of Israel’s election lay
precisely in this never-ending conversion. Lectured to continuously,
reprimanded unceasingly, Israel
was constantly forced to call its
very existence into question and
to be ready always to make the
needed correction: its conversion.
In the Bible conversion is represented as the highest possible life
ideal. Possibly this is why nomadism is considered in Hebrew civilization as the outstanding virtue.

The Levites, God’s priests, were
not permitted the right to put
down roots anywhere. They thus
made sure that material security
would not blind their eyes to life’s
true values.
Israel as a whole had to undergo
the teaching device of the desert,
which later became a subject of
nostalgia for the prophets (Hosea
2:16; Ezekiel 20:35-37). Those

The mystery of Israel’s
election lay precisely in
this never-ending
conversion.
were the “good old days,” when
Israel, still a young betrothed, was
experiencing the first love. Toward
this spiritual golden age Israel’s
aspirations turned periodically
when a special need was felt for
repentance and reconsecration.
Whoever would follow in the
biblical furrow must bend to this
way of continual conversion. It is
not primarily a question of passing
from one religion to another—for
a new baptism, for a betrayal of
the faith. The point is simply to
recognize, as did men and women
of old, that one has lost his or her
way. The need is for humility and
courage to turn back, to consult
the sources, to examine oneself,
and to align oneself with the will
of God. Conversion is not treason
when it means to join up again
with the fathers. Conversion is
rather the fulfillment of the last
prophecy of Malachi, who was
to close the long line of Israel’s
prophets, a prophecy that concerns the time of the end, possibly
ours:
“He will turn the hearts of the
fathers to the children and the
hearts of the children to their
fathers” (Malachi 4:6 [3:24 in
Hebrew]; NKJV).
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Viewpoint

Faith That Hurts
Clifford Goldstein

I

magine: Abraham,
deeply wrinkled from
120 years of trials,
now seeking rest. Instead, in a
vision, he’s called to kill, then
burn, his son. Like a Nazi.
Imagine: He had forsaken his
kinsmen, his home, and wandered
unwelcomed in a strange land. At
the command of an angel, he had
to banish his son Ishmael, whom
he loved. And before that, waiting decade after decade for the
promise “Sarah your wife shall
bear you a son” (Genesis 17:19,
RSV), though nothing came from
her womb, not even blood.
Imagine: Sarah bears Isaac,
and, when the child fringes on
manhood, Abraham, who with
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his loins brought Isaac out from
thee into the land of Moriah; and
the ground, must with his hands
offer him there for a burnt offerplace him back.
ing upon one of the mountains
The night of the vision,
which I will tell thee of ” (chap.
Abraham leaves the tent and eyes
22:2).
the stars. He remembers that
Abraham returns to the tent, to
a
half-century
his son, and trembles.
earlier the Lord
He approaches Sarah,
Nothing’s left,
had
pointed
also asleep, and longs
except
ashes
in
him upward and
to mingle his tears
Abraham’s hair.
promised: “‘Look
with hers. But he
toward heaven,
leaves his wife unburand number the stars, if you are
dened, awakens Isaac, and they
able to number them. . . . So shall
depart for a distant mountain.
your descendants be’” (chap. 15:
“So Abraham rose early in the
5). He bows upon the earth in
morning, saddled his ass, and took
prayer, pleading for answers.
two of his young men with him,
Nothing comes, only the echo:
and his son Isaac; and he cut wood
“Take now thy son, thine only son
for the burnt offering, and arose
Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get
and went to the place of which

God had told him” (verse 3).
The boy and the servants journey in peaceful ease, unaware
of the quiet riot inside the old
man, who thinks of the mother,
of when he returns and she runs,
her arms wide to embrace the boy,
only nothing’s left, except ashes in
Abraham’s hair, and the smell of
smoke in his beard.
The first day’s journey ends
and, while his companions sleep,
Abraham fills heaven with prayers,
hoping that divine messengers,
perhaps those who first gave him
the promise of Isaac, will appear,
saying that the boy may return
unharmed to his mother. But
heaven appears Godless, and the
next night, after another painful day, Abraham’s prayers again
seem to crowd a vacant sky. On
the morning of the third day,
Abraham, looking northward, sees
the promised sign: a cloud of glory
hovering over Mount Moriah.
Now, certain that God is leading,
he knows his boy must die.
“‘Stay here with the ass,’”
Abraham tells his servants. “‘I
and the lad will go yonder and
worship, and come again to you’”
(verse 5).
Isaac carries the wood—
Abraham, the fire and knife. As
they ascend to the summit, Isaac
says, “‘My father!’”
“‘Here am I, my son.’”

“‘Behold, the fire and the wood;
but where is the lamb for a burnt
offering?’”
“‘God will provide himself the
lamb, . . . my son’” (verses 7, 8).
At the appointed place, they
build: Isaac a sacrificial altar,
Abraham a funeral pyre. Then,
trembling, Abraham tells Isaac
that God has called him to be
the slain lamb. Amazed, terrified,
he does not flee. Instead, Isaac, a
sharer in Abraham’s faith, tries to
ease his father’s tears and encourages him to bind his body on top
of the wood on the altar.
Imagine: Abraham looks at
Isaac bound. They cry, he bends

Certain that God is
leading, he knows his
boy must die.
and embraces his son. He swings
the blade—
To obey God, despite the pain,
despite every nerve rebelling—this
is faith that hurts.
Not the kamikaze, not the suicide bomber, not the Nazis who
died for the honor of the Third
Reich. The world reeks from the
flesh of those who have shed their
lives for lies. This is not faith that
hurts.
There’s a Hebrew story:
Abraham’s father, Terah, was

an idolmaker. One day when
Abraham stood alone in his
father’s idol shop, he smashed the
gods of wood and stone. When
Terah returned he asked, “What
happened?”
Abraham replied, “The idols
attacked each other.”
“But that’s impossible,” Terah
retorted. “They are only wood
and stone.”
“Then why do you worship
them?” Abraham asked.
Abraham smashed his father’s
idols, broke free from lies as inherited as his looks, and at the command of God he left the security
of his home, only to encounter
Canaanites, Egyptians, and famine. But Abraham determined to
obey God, no matter what he suffered, no matter where it brought
him, even to his son’s throat. Faith
that hurts.
Who has courage to smash his
father’s idols, to admit he might
have inherited lies, and to seek
the truth of God even if, like
Abraham, he is alienated from
family and friends and becomes a
stranger in a famished land? And
who, once he’s found the truth,
will, like Abraham, follow it to
Mount Moriah?
Faith that hurts. It makes angels
sing and demons shudder.
Imagine . . .
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Jewish Thought

Abraham: a Trilogy
Abigail Hadas

A

braham is
considered
the father of
all believers. Jews, Muslim, and
Christian can trace their heritage back to Abraham. But the
figure of Abraham is more than
just a historical figure. He is
also a paradigmatic figure. His
walk with God opens a way we
can all follow. This is what we
propose to do here: to walk in
the footsteps of Abraham, the
father of all believers.
There are three stages to
Abraham’s walk with God:
the rupture, the bargaining,
and the exile, each of which
dealing with one type of rapport with others. The rupture
concerns his relationship with
his family, the bargaining his
relationship with God, and the
exile his relationship with his
neighbors.
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The Rupture
“Leave your country, your people,
and your father’s household and go
to the land I will show you.”
It is strange that the first prerequisite to following God is a
rupture with one’s past, with one’s
background and education. One
may think such a rupture is justified in Abraham’s case. Was not
Abraham after all the child of a
pagan land? Surely, such a rupture
should not apply to us. Most of us

The first prerequisite to
following God is a rupture with one’s past.
were, after all, well educated, well
brought up in good Christian or
Jewish homes. Interestingly, such
was also the case for Abraham.
He was no primitive. His father
was, after all, according to Jewish

tradition, a prominent businessman. And this wasn’t just any
business either. His father sold
idols. Abraham’s background is
in a sense not much different
from ours. Like most of us, he
also came from a religious background. And it is precisely from
this background that God calls
him forth. Why would God ask
such a thing of us?
Is not God present in our
midst? Is He not present in our
communities? Is He not the One
who taught us what to think
and how to act as a community?
Indeed, God is the God of the
community of believers. Indeed,
God is the God of our fathers.
But He is also my God. And any
true personal encounter with God
can take place only outside of the
walls of the city. This is why God
calls Abraham out of his people.
To meet with him face-to-face.

An encounter unmediated by the
no “Thy will be done” here, but
structures of the community.
“what if . . . ?” Abraham is not
This is why such a rupture is
afraid to disagree with God, he is
so important. Because it is only
not afraid to question Him. He is
when we are
not even afraid to
cut off from
express these quesAll
true
encounter
with
our root, and
tions and doubts
all alone in God passes through the
in the face of the
the
desert,
Creator Himself.
desert of doubt.
that God lets
Such an attitude
Himself
be
must have run in
revealed as He truly is: Absolutely
the family. Did not Jacob fight
Other. In our communities, God
with God Himself? The questakes on a familiar figure. Each
tion is, what is the outcome of
community has its own idea of
such an encounter? Is such an
God, its own interpretation of
approach fruitful? Is it really such
God’s ways. But God is more
a good thing to present God with
than a construction, more than
our questions, with our doubts?
a product of a community’s
Should we not rather have faith
Weltanschauung. He is God. He
and obey?
is Other. And it is the encounter
To ask such questions is to forwith this Other, the true face of
get that there is a positive aspect
God, which our time in the desert
to doubt. First of all our text tells
enables us to experience. It is in
us that the encounter with God,
the desert that God will present
the fight with God, moved Jacob
Himself in the most unexpected
from weakness to strength: “Your
ways. Because He is God and
name will no longer be Jacob, but
not just a projection of our own
Israel, because you have struggled
expectations.
with God and with men and
have overcome” (Genesis 32:28,
The Bargaining
NIV; verse 29 in Hebrew). The
“Now that I have been so bold as
text tells us that we must enter
to speak to the Lord, though I am
the struggle and not avoid it.
nothing but dust and ashes, what
We must confront our demons
if . . . ?”
and go through with the fight;
The desert which the rupture
for only then can we move from
with our past has thrown us into
weakness to strength. But there is
is thus not so barren as expected.
more to doubt.
In the desert God awaits us; it is
Indeed, where does doubt come
here that He reveals Himself to
from? When does doubt first take
us. What is this encounter like?
root in our minds? Always when
What is the nature of this facewe come in contact with someone
to-face?
who does not see things the way
It is a bargain. Abraham does
we do, whose way of life difnot beg, he does not give thanks,
fers from ours. Always when we
he does not praise. He bargains.
come in contact with someone
A very strange sort of prayer,
who brings to question our conthat bargains with God. There is
ceptions and ideas. But is God a

prisoner of our conceptions? Is
He not much more than the way
we envision Him? Indeed, what
is destroyed in the process of our
doubting is not God Himself.
God is great; He is infinite. He
is not affected by the prowess
of human reasoning. What is
destroyed is our conceptions of
God, our representations of God.
And it is only when our mind
cracks apart that we may have a
glimpse of the infinite horizon
that the narrowness of our minds
had hereto concealed from us.
There is thus an infinite value
in letting ourselves be moved by
our doubts. But there is another
dimension of doubt.
Doubt is also a mode of God.
Doubt reveals God as
much as it conceals
Him. For when we
doubt we testify
to the fact
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that God surpasses our understanding, that He is beyond our
grasp. The doubt reveals the hidden face of God. The face we cannot see. If we didn’t doubt, God
would then truly be a figment of
our imagination. For we would
only need to reconstruct Him in
our mind’s eye to again dispel the
doubt. If we didn’t doubt, God
would be in our possession, like
an object. Of an object we can be
sure. It will not move, it will not
change, it is here within our reach.
Not so of God. He is not always
within our reach. He is God.
What we thought of as a vertical
relationship with God has become
a horizontal relationship. All
true encounter with God passes
through the desert of doubt. And
doubt comes to us through the
mouth of others. It is our friends
and acquaintances that bring us to
doubt. It is they that broaden our
vision of things, it is they that help
us to go beyond the narrowness of
our own conceptions. The face-toface with God has thus shifted to
a face-to-face with the Other that
is next to us. God is also manifest
in the words of that Other. Which
brings us to the third stage of
Abraham’s journey with God.
The Exile
“Know for certain that your
descendants will be strangers in a
country not their own . . . .”
Abraham is the father of believers. As his children, we too are
exiles in a strange land. We too
are strangers in a land not our
own. We live in the world in the
mode of exile. In dealing with the
world we must never forget our
condition.
Yet, as believers, we continue
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to approach people in a stance
of superiority, so certain we are
of our moral enlightenment, so
certain we are to be the light of
the world, “the way, the truth, and
the light.” We seek out people not
because we love or need them, but
in order to save them. We do not
love mankind, we pity it. We are
not solidaristic, we are charitable.
And we forget that only God
saves. We forget that God commanded us not to save each other
but to love each other.

We forget that God
commanded us not to
save each other but to
love each other.
What does it mean then to be
a stranger in a strange land? And
what is our attitude to be like as
strangers? The condition of the
Levites in ancient Israel comes
closest to the situation we seek
to describe. The Levites were
the guardians of the Torah. They
were the ones responsible for its
transmission and in-depth study.
Yet, they were not considered as
princes, nor as sages, to whom
people came for knowledge and
understanding. On the contrary,
they lived as beggars. They did
not give, they received. “Indeed
the whole tribe of Levi are to have
no allotment or inheritance with
Israel. They shall live on the offerings . . .” (Deuteronomy 18:1).
Perhaps the Levites lived as
strangers in the land of Israel to
remind the people of Israel of
another reality, a reality not bound
to land. A spiritual reality. Perhaps
they lived as strangers to remind

the people of Israel of their own
past as exiles. Perhaps they lived as
beggars among the poor because
God Himself is present in the face
of the beggar. But why must one
live as a beggar when one has so
much to give? Because in order to
give one must first learn to receive.
This was the signification of their
double identity as beggar-princes.
To give of ourselves, to share with
others the light and the savor that
is our own, we must first learn to
receive from them. This is the real
meaning behind our condition
as strangers in a strange land. A
stranger is one who receives. He is
not a priori one who gives. Only
when he has received can he share
the gems of his own tradition and
culture and enrich his host.
The way of our forefather
Abraham is indeed uncommon. The way is not simple. It
is not easy. It brings us into the
unknown, in a land never yet
walked. And if we have the courage to leave the trodden paths,
if we accept to struggle through
the obstacles that come our way,
like one in exile, like a wandering beggar, we shall see one day
beyond, beyond that river, that
last obstacle, a horizon of unsuspected beauty unfolding before us:
The Promised Land.

Recent Books
Abraham: The Friend of
God
Jerald F. Dirks
Amana Publications, 2002
305 pp., $15.95

Dirks’ Abraham combines the knowledge of the
Abraham history and tradition as offered by the three
major religions which regard
Abraham as their father in
belief. Drawing information from a wide range
of Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions, Dirks
constructs a chronological biography of Abraham.
Among the sources used are the Hebrew Bible and
the New Testament, the Pseudepigrapha, the Qur’an,
the sayings of Muhammad, and the classic histories
by Josephus and Al-Tabari. Here and there Dirks also
speculates a little about the inner life of Abraham.
The real challenge of Dirks’ undertaking is how to
synthesize Islamic and Judeo-Christian information.
Often these two sources complement each other—
e.g., the Islamic tradition is richer about Abraham’s
life in Mesopotamia, while the Judeo-Christian
tradition elaborates more his life in Palestine—or

they agree in their account. At times, however, these
sources differ, e.g. about the separation of Hagar and
Ishmael, and then Dirks attempts a careful investigation of each tradition’s coherency and historicity, an
attempt which often can be perceived as problematic.
His approach is influenced by his Muslim outlook
(after being an ordained minister he reverted to Islam
in 1993). Dirks accepts the Islamic tradition in the
Qur’an as direct divine revelation and synthesizes all
other information with it. For the information provided by the Torah, Dirks accepts the differentiation
of literary sources of the Torah as supposed by modern historical criticism. This presents a major drawback. Besides valid doubts whether such a hypothesis
of literary sources indeed represents the historical
development of the Torah, it is also clear that Dirks
chooses only one particular kind of this hypothesis
and does not take note of the recent discussions about
it nor of the significant disagreement among critical
scholars themselves.
Dirks’ biography of the historical Abraham is
nevertheless instructive to read. The reader will
get acquainted with a variety of traditions about
Abraham, and since they are well documented
throughout the book, Dirks lays at our fingertips the
life of Abraham as understood in the three religions.

“Terach was a manufacturer of idols. He once went away somewhere
and left Abraham to sell them in his place.
A man came and wished to buy one idol to worship.
‘How old are you?’ Abraham asked him.
‘Fifty years,’ he replied. ‘You are fifty years old,’ exclaimed Abraham,
‘and you would worship a day-old object?’”
(Genesis Rabbah 38, ch.11.28)
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